The control and ultimate extermination of syphilis is the frank objective of the war being waged by the United States Public Health Service and other health authorities throughout the Nation. Surgeon General Thomas Parran emphasizes that this difficult goal can be attained only by the cooperation of an informed public, alive to the menace of this devastating, highly prevalent disease. The most encouraging aspect of the campaign, according to Stokes,t is the fact that if physician and patient wisely perform their respective functions, cure is all but inevitable.
Details of programs in cities for combating syphilis differ. They are influenced by the local characteristics of population and resources and by the extent of development of public health. Yet the principles involved in the program of each community should be similar.: The chief features of a program include education, case finding, and treatment. Our aim here is to trace briefly the history of organized services in New Haven for combating syphilis and to appraise the present program.
Historical: Until the World War little attention was directed to the problem of the control of venereal diseases. Then the United States Government put into effect a program known internationally as the American Plan, consisting of education, recreation, legal and protective measures, and medical and public health work. Asso., 1937, 108, 795. funds, to be matched by states, for the creation of bureaus of venereal disease control in various departments of health and for the maintenance of clinics.
When the annual municipal budget of the New Haven Board of Health was presented in the summer of 1918 to the Board of Finance, Health Officer Frank W. Wright, M.D., was accompanied by other members of the department and by representatives of the community who explained the needs for a venereal disease control program. The Board of Finance acted promptly and authorized the use of unexpended balances for the current year which made possible the organization of the Municipal Clinic on November 1, 1918.* Although publicity was denied this new venture by the press, except for occasional references to the "municipal clinics," numerous articles on syphilis and gonorrhea appeared in the monthly bulletin of the Department of Health. The comment at the end of the year by a leader in the State public health field that "The New Haven Clinic has done more than all our other clinics combined" gave encouragement to the personnel.
During the first part of the year there was no charge for the treatment, but so many patients expressed a desire to pay that a nominal fee was introduced. Fees for the last six months of the first year amounting to $745 were turned over to the city comptroller. During 1919 a total of 1014 new patients received 9996 treatments.t In 1920, the dinic cost was $8,000 of which the city paid $3,000, the State paid $3,600 plus salvarsan, while fees amounted to $1,000 and the balance came from the Federal Government. Through the medium of motion pictures in theatres in the city, some attention was directed to the venereal disease problem, but relatively little publicity was given to the project, and the health officer commented as follows in his 1921 annual report: "Our venereal disease clinic is flourishing and is valuable to those seeking its services; however, it is not getting the new material that it did when agitation concerning these diseases was at its height. It is difficult to get the publicity necessary to boom the enterprise."
From 1921 to 1936 with most of the important channels of publicity cut off, public interest in the venereal diseases lagged.
During this long interval only two noteworthy developments occurred; first the formation of a Social Hygiene Committee, second, the publication of the Health Survey of the City of New Haven which contains a special study of the venereal disease problem. However, interest again apparently decreased as problems of depression arose and affected progress in many public health fields for the next few years. The Social Hygiene Committee lapsed, and general interest seemed at low ebb.*
In 1936, the long-hoped-for publicity for control of venereal diseases developed more actively under the able leadership of Surgeon General Parran of the United States Public Health Service and Dr. William F. Snow of the American Social Hygiene Association. At this time the New Haven Department of Health and several local organizations sponsored a successful public meeting on "Community Action Against Venereal Disease." The New Haven newspapers for the first time opened their columns to a frank discussion of the venereal disease problem. In addition to editorials in the morning newspaper, the local evening paper carried a series of articles beginning November 29, 1936, under average yearly reported cases of syphilis for the five-year period 1927-31 numbered 258, as compared with 323 for the succeeding five-year average, 398 cases having been reported in 1936.* A special incidence census for a single day taken in 1928 showed 1403 cases of syphilis and gonorrhea under treatment or observation of physicians and clinics in the city, or an incidence rate at that time of 7.4 cases per 1000 population. Of this number, 857 were cases of syphilis, with an incidence rate of 4.5; and 546 were cases of gonorrhea, with an incidence rate of 2.9. For an American city, these rates are relatively low. Another figure of some interest in relation to incidence is derived from experience in prenatal clinics. Of the 1272 patients registered in the three prenatal clinics of the city in 1936, there were 22 whose Wassermann tests were positive (1.7 per cent). Of the positive cases, however, 64 per cent (14) registered at clinic at the fifth or a later month of pregnancy. When a patient in a prenatal clinic is found to have syphilis, she is referred either to her own physician or to a clinic for treatment. This is a low percentage and indicates one of the problems being explored with additional staff.
The coordinating agency of this program is the Department of Health, and the objectives are as follows: (1) To increase by every means available the reporting of cases; (2) to provide adequate facilities for diagnosis and treatment; (3) to provide for complete investigation and supervision of sources of infection and contacts; and (4) to provide for public health education.
The Department of Health is aware of the necessity for adequate diagnostic and treatment facilities for everyone suffering from syphilis, but believes that whenever possible, cases should be referred for treatment to private physicians. pitalized at a cost of $523. The total cost of venereal disease control work in the city in 1936 was about $16,000, or roughly 10 cents per capita.
Education: "Syphilis control is not the business of the health officer alone, nor yet of the private physician or the social worker. It is the job for the whole people which can be done only with their understanding and cooperation."* During the year 1937, the health officer arranged a program of staff instruction in which the workers of several community agencies were invited to participate. From time to time, during the past 10 years, special activities have been carried on under various auspices, induding talks before Boy Scouts with fathers present, study classes led by representatives of the American Social Hygiene Association, and discussion groups at the Y.M.C.A. and the Y.W.C.A. Reference has previously been made to newspaper publicity beginning in 1936.
Aided by funds appropriated by the New Haven Foundation, the New Haven Social Hygiene Association was organized on February 2, 1938, with an office in the City Department of Health. This Association will serve as a dearing house of information regarding problems related to social hygiene, especially syphilis, and will provide speakers for special meetings, printed matter, and exhibits, and will conduct periodic studies of the problem and otherwise help to broaden the understanding of the program for the control of syphilis in New Haven. Following an intensive study of the medical and administrative aspects of syphilis control in New Haven, fifteen specific recommendations were made for future program development. The organization of this local committee, with representatives from different agencies and groups, should make possible the further analysis of the local opportunities for the sound extension of measures designed to reduce incidence of syphilis.
